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Renaissance,	 the	 nation’s	 contribution	 to	 international	 modernism,	 in	 which	 they	were	
integral	figures.	Beyond	that,	they	are	broadly	considered	to	have	followed	different	creative	
paths,	Gunn	deemed	the	‘Highland	novelist’	and	MacDiarmid	the	extremist	political	poet.	This	








only	by	 the	historic	and	continued	use	of	 the	Gaelic	 language	but	by	 the	region’s	distinct	
social	and	economic	structures,	relationship	with	nature,	and	cultural	heritage.	This	is	summed	
up	in	the	word	‘dùthchas’,	a	concept	coined	by	Gaelic	scholars	and	one	to	which	this	thesis	





Taking	 into	 consideration	 the	 themes	 considered	 most	 important	 by	 Gunn	 and	
MacDiarmid	 to	 the	 Gaelic	 experience,	 the	 thesis	 conducts	 a	 thorough	 overview	 of	 their	












































































words	 in	 1945,	 in	 a	 poem	dedicated	 to	Neil	M.	 Gunn.1	The	 text	 in	 question,	 ‘Good-Bye	
Twilight’,	identifies	two	alternate	methods	of	representing	the	Gaelic	world.	Shunning	the	








Gunn	began	 their	 careers	 together,	 first	as	acquaintances,	 and	 then	as	 friends,	brought	
together	by	 the	modernist	 regenerative	campaign	 that	was	 the	1920s	Scottish	Literary	
Renaissance.3	Grieve	had	made	a	name	for	himself	as	the	editor	of	The	Scottish	Chapbook	
and	 makar	 of	 Scots	 lyrics,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 political	 man	 with	 proclivity	 for	 controversy.	
Meanwhile,	Gunn	had	his	contemporary	to	thank	for	his	first	publication,	was	credited	by	
him	in	1926	as	‘the	only	Scottish	prose-writer	of	promise’,	and	dedicated	his	novels	to	the	
domestic	 rural	 life	 of	 his	 native	 Highlands.4	 Although	 their	 writing	 appeared	 in	 very	
different	forms,	they	agreed	that	‘The	whole	Scottish	situation	require[d]	review’,	and	it	










2	Written for Scots Magazine, under the pseudonym of ‘Dane McNeil’.	
3	MacDiarmid will be the name referred to from this point onwards, besides when a text is penned by Grieve, or he 
is cited as such by another source.	
4	Grieve published Gunn’s poem ‘O, Sun!’ in The Scottish Chapbook, Jul 1923; C. M. Grieve, ‘Neil M. Gunn’ in 
Scottish Education Journal (Apr 1926), cited in Margery Palmer McCulloch (ed.) Modernism and Nationalism: 
Literature and Society in Scotland 1918-1939 (Glasgow: The Association for Scottish Literary Studies, 2004), p.62.	
5 Neil M. Gunn, in letter to Grieve (Nov 1933) J. B. Pick (ed.) Neil Gunn: Selected Letters (Edinburgh: Polygon, 
1987), p.35; Alastair McCleery (ed.) Landscape and Light: essays by Neil M. Gunn (Aberdeen: Aberdeen 
University Press, 1987), p.98.	
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yet	 of	 the	whole	 Scottish	 Renaissance	 movement’	 in	 1932.6	 As	 their	 correspondence	
dwindled,	 MacDiarmid	 admitted,	 in	 1937,	 to	 wishing	 that	 things	 had	 played	 out	




literary	development	 in	 this	 time	was	 less	different	 than	 they	 liked	 to	 convey.	 In	 their	
respective	commitments	to	the	Gaelic	world	–	a	continuation	for	Gunn,	an	expansion	of	
awareness	 for	 MacDiarmid	 –	 the	 writers	 engaged	 with	 similar	 themes	 in	 the	
representation	of	the	Highlands	and	Islands.	
	






and	 J.M.	Synge	championed	a	distinct	Celtic	identity	and	 language.	 In	Scotland,	William	
Sharp	proved	popular,	writing	under	the	pseudonym	of	Fiona	MacLeod.	He	characterized	







Twilight,	 this	 context	 created	 the	perfect	storm	of	twee,	uneducated	stereotypes	which	
Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid	 were	 averse	 to.	 As	 Alan	 Riach	 writes	 of	 MacDiarmid,	 ‘He	 was	
unpersuaded,	resolutely	unseduced.	[…]	Nostalgia	was	anathema.’10	Sorley	MacLean,	the	
	
6	Quoted in the Foreword to Fionn MacColla [1932] The Albannach (London: Souvenir Press, 1971).	
7	Hugh MacDiarmid, quoted in a letter to Neil M. Gunn (1.12.37), pp.260-263 in Alan Bold (ed.), The Letters of 
Hugh MacDiarmid (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1984), p.261.	
8	Rachel Bromwich, Matthew Arnold and Celtic Literature: A Retrospect, 1865-1965 (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 
1965), p.6.	
9	William Sharp, ‘Introduction’, pp.xix-li in Lyra Celtica (Edinburgh: John Grant, 1932), p.xxix.	
10	Alan Riach, ‘W. B. Yeats and Hugh MacDiarmid: Kingly Cousins’, pp.87-100 in Scottish & International 
	




















until	 the	 1930s,	 however	 it	 had	 been	 incorporated	 into	 his	 vision	 from	 the	 very	





this	 though	the	men	shared	 ‘outsider	status’	 in	regard	 to	Gaeldom,	neither	man	having	
spent	his	most	formative	years	in	the	Highland	environment	or	having	any	more	than	a	
rudimentary	 knowledge	 of	 Gaelic.	 Despite	 Gunn’s	 birthplace	 in	 the	 Caithness	 fishing	
village	of	Dunbeath,	he,	 like	MacDiarmid,	was	schooled	 in	 the	Lowlands,	and	pursued	a	
career	 which	 took	 him	 to	 urban	 centres.	 Although	 MacDiarmid	 had	 spent	 childhood	
holidays	in	Easter	Ross,	with	an	uncle	whose	second	wife	spoke	Gaelic,	he	kept	very	little	
	
Modernisms: Relationships & Configurations (ed.) Emma Dymock & Margery Palmer McCulloch (Glasgow: 
Association for Scottish Literary Studies, 2011), p.93.	
11	Sorley MacLean, ‘Introduction’ (1982) in Ris a’ Bhruthaich (ed.) William Gillies (Stornoway: Acair 
Ltd., 1985), p.3. 
12	Michael Newton, A Handbook of the Scottish Gaelic World (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000), p.28.	
13	Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘Introduction’, pp.vii-xxxvii in The Golden Treasury of Scottish Poetry (ed.) Hugh MacDiarmid 
(London: MacMillan, 1948), p.viii.	
14	LP, p.6.	









Hugh	 MacDiarmid	 defined	 the	 role	 of	 the	 Gaelic	 world	 within	 his	 vision	 most	
succinctly	in	‘The	Caledonian	Antisyzygy	and	the	Gaelic	Idea’	(1931/2),	published	in	The	
Modern	 Scot.16	 Referring	 to	 Professor	 G.	 Gregory	 Smith’s	 theory	 of	 the	 ‘Caledonian	
Antisyzygy’,	MacDiarmid	 argues	 that	 in	 Scotland,	 it	 is	 the	 nationally	 characteristic	 zig-
zagging	 between	 contradictions	 and	 extremes	 which	 drives	 progress.	 It	 will	 be	 a	
modernist	 return	 to	 the	 classical	 Gaelic	 culture,	 therefore,	 which	 propels	 Scottish	
literature	 to	 reach	 the	 ideal	 envisioned	 for	 it	 and	 to	 reach	 the	 goal	 of	 an	 East-West	
synthesis.	He	claims	that	‘Only	in	Gaeldom	can	there	be	the	necessary	counter-idea	to	the	
















15	James Hunter, On the Other Side of Sorrow: Nature and People in the Scottish Highlands 
(Edinburgh: Mainstream, 1995), p.128. 
16	Where ‘the Gaelic Idea’ is mentioned, it is in reference to this pivotal essay. Gunn does not speak of an 
equivalent theoretical concept, thus the term shall be confined to the discussion of MacDiarmid alone.  
17	Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘The Caledonian Antisyzygy and the Gaelic Idea’, pp. 56-74 in Duncan Glen (ed.) Selected 
Essays of Hugh MacDiarmid (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1970), p.67. 
18	Glen 1970, p.67; Glen 1970, p.68. 
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‘too	Gaelic,	 too	 ’poetic’,	 to	write	a	strong	novel.’19	Much	 later,	his	work	was	praised	 for	




minds	 of	 his	 readers	 with	 a	 construction	 of	 his	 own	 making,	 one	 that	 had	 precise	
ideological	 and	 philosophical	 implications.’21	MacDiarmid,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 had	 less	
personal	 link	 to	the	Gaelic	world	and	 is	considered	more	of	an	outsider.	That	said,	Iain	
Crichton	Smith	–	a	native	Gaelic	poet	and	author	–	appraised	his	controversial	vision	as	
‘almost	 an	evolutionary	attempt	 to	move	 the	 species	 forward’,	claiming	elsewhere	 that	
‘The	 only	 authority	 poetry	 ultimately	 has	 is	 the	 imagination’,	 somewhat	 leaving	 the	
argument	of	authority	and	appropriation	obsolete.22		
	






from	 outside.’23	 Born	of	a	generation	whose	national	 literary	 identity	 was	 founded	 on	
Scott’s	 romanticism	 and	 the	 nostalgic	 stereotypes	 of	 the	 Celtic	 Twilight,	 Gunn	 and	
MacDiarmid	understood	the	power	of	literature	to	entirely	alter	the	rhetoric	of	any	chosen	
world	or	identity.	Their	aim	was	to	recorrect	what	had	gone	so	wrong,	and	they	did	this	by	
interweaving	 their	 imagined	 constructions	 with	 knowledge	 that	 had	 been	 picked	 up	
through	books	or	through	personal	experience.	It	is	a	constructive	effort	like	MacDiarmid’s	
‘dynamic	 myth’	 that	 Timothy	 Baker	 alludes	 to	 in	 his	 suggestion	 that	 ‘In	 order	 to	
understand	the	place	of	Scots	and	Scottishness	within	history,	it	is	necessary	to	create	a	
	
19	Pick 1987, p.7: Expressed by Jonathon Cape in a letter to Gunn, with regards to justifying rejection of the 
publication of The Lost Glen.	
20	Francis Thomson, ‘Neil M. Gunn, Recorder and Interpreter’, in David Morrison (ed.), Essays on Neil 
M. Gunn (Thurso: Caithness Books, 1971), p.39. 
21	Christopher Whyte, ‘Fishy Masculinities: Neil Gunn’s The Silver Darlings’, pp.49-68 in Christopher Whyte (ed.) 
Gendering the Nation: Studies in Modern Scottish Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1995) p.52. 
22	Iain Crichton Smith, ‘The Complete Poems of Hugh MacDiarmid’ (1978), pp.192-3 in Smith, 
Towards the Human, p.193; Iain Crichton Smith, ‘The Golden Lyric: The Poetry of Hugh MacDiarmid’ (1967), 
pp.176-191 in Iain Crichton Smith, Towards the Human: Selected Essays (Edinburgh: MacDonald, 1986), p.190. 
23	Neil. M. Gunn, writing as ‘Dane McNeil’, The Gael Will Come Again’, Scots Magazine (Feb 1931), 
pp.277-280 in McCulloch 2004, p.279. 
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25	The	difficulty	with	Gunn	and,	 to	 an	even	greater	degree,	MacDiarmid	 is	 that	neither	
commits	himself	to	a	coherent	construction	of	history	across	the	board,	instead	combining	
elements	of	‘a	new	myth’	and	experience	‘lived	on	the	bone’	to	an	often	indistinguishable	
degree.	Whilst	 this	 creates	 nuance	 and	 a	 believable	 blend	 of	 reliability,	 it	 also	 creates	
liabilities	with	 regards	 to	 representivity	 and	 the	 problematic	 politics	 and	 perspectives	
which	undermine	their	literary	constructions.	
	
Their	 efforts	 are	 characteristic	 of	 International	 Modernism	 and	 the	 complexities	
which	 it	 traversed.	 Consider,	 for	 example,	 T.	 S	 Eliot’s	 argument	 in	 ‘Tradition	 and	 the	
Individual	Talent’	(1919).	The	text,	which	would	have	been	highly	influential	when	Gunn	
















in	 the	 future.27	 Tension	 is	 created	 by	 the	 co-existence	 of	 alternative	 approaches	 to	
historical	 authenticity	 and	 imaginative	 freedom	 within	 the	 worlds	 which	 Gunn	 and	
	
24	Glen 1970, p.67; Baker 2009, p.9.	
25 Iain Crichton Smith, quoted in Colin Nicholson, ‘To Have Found One’s Country’, pp.114-132 in Colin Nicholson, 
Poem Purpose and Place: Shaping Identity in Contemporary Scottish Verse 1992, p.121.	
26	T. S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919), pp.21-30 in John Hayward (ed.) T. S. Eliot: Selected 
Prose (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1953), p.23.	
27	CP2, p.1167.	








of	 them	overlap.	Others	are	 in	conflict’.	28	In	his	commitment	 to	 the	explication	of	 such	
conflicts	Neil	Gunn	devoted	some	twenty	novels,	in	addition	to	short	stories,	journalism	

























28	James Hunter, ‘The Scottish Highlands: A Contested Country’, pp.2-59 in Hugh Cheape (ed.) Fonn’s Duthchas: 
Land and Legacy (Edinburgh: NMS Enterprises Limited, 2006) p.58. 
29	Cairns Craig, The Modern Scottish Novel: Narrative and the National Imagination (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1999), p.156.	






little	 takes	 into	consideration	a	comparison	of	 their	creative	work	on	 the	Gaelic	world.	
Perhaps	that	is	because	on	the	outside	they	appear	so	different	–	one	writes	novels	and	
the	 other	 poetry,	 for	 a	 start.	MacDiarmid’s	 treatment	 of	 Scots	 and	English	 is	 generally	
favoured	over	his	interaction	with	Scotland’s	third	national	language,	his	work	pertaining	
to	 the	 ‘Gaelic	 Idea’	 subsumed	 under	 his	 wider	 vision.	 Gunn,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	
remembered	as	a	Highland	writer,	yet	he	has	been	left	out	of	much	academic	discussion	in	
recent	years.	Thus,	while	much	has	been	learnt	from	already	existing	criticism,	much	of	





provision	 of	 the	 contextual	 background.	 Margery	 Palmer	 McCulloch’s	 study	 of	 Gunn’s	
novels	has	also	been	crucial,	as	has	work	by	Richard	Price,	John	Murray	and	Cairns	Craig.	
Scott	 Lyall’s	 writing	 on	 community	 in	 Scottish	 literature	 and	 his	 exploration	 of	
MacDiarmid’s	politics	of	place	have	prompted	further	research	questions	surrounding	the	











the	 individuals	 whom	 they	 create,	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 communities	 in	 which	 those	
individuals	interact,	and	the	idea	of	the	Gaelic	‘race’.	Chapter	2	focusses	on	land,	and	the	
symbolic	and	material	 functions	with	each	writer	instils	the	natural	environment	with.	
They	 combine	 literary	 symbolism	 with	 traditional	 labour	 values	 and	 contemporary	
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and	 popular	 writing	 on	 the	 Highlands	 –	 fiction	 and	non-	 fiction	 –	 on	 the	 writers’	
constructions.	The	thesis	conducts	a	historical	enquiry	into	the	literature	which	directly	
influenced	 them,	 before	 analyzing	 the	manner	 in	 which	 their	 knowledge	 of	 language,	


































generational	 identities,	 both	 writers	 highlighting	 certain	 shared	 characteristics	 which	
differentiated	the	Gael	and	their	experience	from	any	other	Scot	and	theirs.	Yet	they	do	so	










and	belonging	 felt	by	Gaels	 for	 their	communities	and	environments.	Michael	Newton’s	
definition	is	particularly	helpful:	
	











from.	 This	 chapter	 examines	 how	 the	 concept	 is	 applicable	 to	 Gunn	 and	MacDiarmid’s	
constructions.	It	does	so	firstly	by	taking	into	account	the	incorporation	of	their	own	
voice	and	opinions;	 secondly,	 the	depiction	of	 the	 individual;	 thirdly	 the	 importance	of	
	
30	Michael Newton (ed.) Dùthchas Nan Gàidheal: Selected Essays of John MacInnes (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 
2006), p.xxvii.	
31	John MacInnes, ‘The Panegyric Code in Gaelic Poetry and its Historical Background’, pp.265-319, ibid., p.279.	
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have	 had	 on	 the	 development	 of	 their	 literary	 constructions.	 It	 affects	 their	 first-hand	
experience	of	the	Gaelic	world,	the	materials	they	had	access	to	which	they	learnt	from,	













giving	 an	 insight	 into	 protagonists’	 narratives	 whilst	 simultaneously	 representing	 the	
views	of	their	wider	community,	Gunn	succeeded	in	creating	prose	which	is	intimate	and	
	
32	James Hunter [1976] The Making of the Crofting Community (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 2010), p.289.	
33	Neil M. Gunn, ‘Landscape Inside’, pp.43-46 in Saltire Review 6.19 (Autumn 1959), p.43.	
34	Michael Newton, The Warriors of the Word: The World of the Scottish Highlanders (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 
2009), p.45.	
Fiona E. Paterson Chapter One: Dùthchas 
	
	 16	









character	 development	 and	 the	 representation	 of	 individual	 experience.36	 Instead,	 he	
concerns	 himself	with	 the	 bigger	 picture,	 primarily	 the	 role	 of	 the	 Highlands	 within	
Scotland	 and	 Scottish	 literature.	 This	 tendency	 is	 noted	 by	 John	 MacInnes	 as	 being	
prevalent	in	native	Gaelic	poetry:	‘Poets	are	the	spokesmen	of	Gaelic	society	[…]	It	is	not	a	
different	awareness	so	much	as	a	difference	in	artistic	convention	that	makes	the	Gaelic	
poet	 concern	 himself	 with	 the	 national	 dimensions	 of	 a	 given	 issue.’37	 MacDiarmid’s	
chosen	medium	of	poetry	thus	works	differently	to	Gunn’s	prose	form,	allowing	him	to	
explore	 the	 ‘national	 dimensions’	 of	 regional	 identity	 as	 its	 spokesman.	 Rather	 than	





not	 have	 tangible	 ties	 to	 this	 specific	 region	 of	 Scotland,	 his	 representation	 of	 Gaelic	
identity	is	understood	to	be	a	crucial	part	of	the	holistic	national	identity	which	he	aspires	
to	create.	This	‘spokesmen’	role	was	one	assumed	by	a	number	of	writers	in	the	Scottish	





35	Thompson, in Morrison 1971, p.38.	
36	LP, p.78.	
37	Newton 2006, p.3.	
38	From Gaelic the word ‘Dìreadh’ translates to English as the verb ‘to surmount’ or ‘to climb’; MacDiarmid’s trilogy 
of poems under this title were only published in full in 1974, but were begun being written in the 1930s/40s whilst 
the poet lived in Shetland.	
39	MacColla 1971, p.2.	

















Considering	 he	 did	 not	 live	 much	 in	 the	 Gaelic	 world,	 the	 concept	 of	 identity	 and	
community	he	bears	 in	mind	throughout	 its	 construction	 is	 therefore	 a	 combination	of	
minimal	personal	 experience	with	 extensive	 reading.	He	knew	 that	no	man	 could	 ever	
truly	understand	another’s	experience	–	‘there’s	nae	kennin’	what	ony	man	in	the	mob	/	






he	 constructed,	 like	 those	 many	 names	 he	 wrote	 under,	 reinforced	 his	 vision	 of	 a	
community	in	which	the	individual	was	not	shunned	or	isolated	but	celebrated.	‘Tam	o’	the	






40	Andrew McNeillie, ‘Theatres in the Round’, talk given to CSCS (Centre for Scottish & Celtic Studies) at University 
of Glasgow, 12.02.2019.	
41	CP1, p.379.	
42 Scott Lyall, ‘MacDiarmid’s Impossible Community’, pp.82-102 in Scott Lyall (ed.) Community in Modern Scottish 
Literature (Boston: Brill, 2016), p.83.	




Further	 to	 this,	 the	 interjection	 of	 personal	 anecdote	 throughout	MacDiarmid’s	
poetry	 ensures	 that	 his	 own	 voice	 is	 consistently	 made	 relevant,	 the	 ‘Gaelic	 Idea’	
embedded	within	his	wider	universal	vision.	 ‘Lament	for	the	Great	Music’	features	such	
examples,	the	narrative	repeatedly	related	back	to	MacDiarmid	himself:	‘I	too	who	have	
never	 become	 eingebürgert	 elsewhere	 /	 Feel	 changed	 in	 Scotland,	 grown	 strange	 to	














himself.46	His	willingness	 to	act	 as	 ‘spokesman’	 for	all	 Scots,	 rather	 than	 just	 that	 local	
group	which	he	identifies	with,	glosses	further	over	the	very	regional	variations	which	are	
already	made	purposely	ambiguous	through	the	adoption	of	his	pseudonym.	MacDiarmid	
ensures	 that	 as	 the	 ‘creator’	 of	 the	 Gaelic	 world	 he	 portrays,	 his	 own	 experience	 and	
perspective	are	rendered	relevant,	 regardless	of	whether	or	not	 they	would	have	been	





Gaelic	world	within	 his	 vision	 due	 to	 a	 sense	 of	 responsibility–	 ‘A	 Scottish	 poet	maun	
	
43	CP1, p.472; ‘eingebürgert’ translates from German to ‘naturalised’ or ‘domesticated’.	
44	CP2, p.1171.	
45	CP1, p.462 (italics have been added).	
46	CP1, p.463.	











The	 ‘Gaelic	 Idea’	 was	 evidently	 perceived	 to	 ‘really	 matter’,	 clear	 in	 the	 increasing	
frequency	with	which	it	is	referenced	throughout	the	1930s	and	40s.	He	and	Gunn	took	it	
upon	 themselves	 to	 ensure	 the	 Gaelic	 world	 was	 preserved	 and	 revitalized	 through	
literature	in	a	manner	which	they	saw	fit,	enacting	what	Colin	Nicholson	refers	to	as	‘a	
poetic	 confrontation	with	 the	 extreme	 difficulty	 of	 recovering	 collective	memory,	 and	













Inspired	 by	 Charles	 Doughty,	 another	 ‘man	 of	 independent	 mind’	 and	 ‘outsider’,	
MacDiarmid	sets	himself	on	the	lonely	path	of	the	artist	in	exile.52	To	him,	the	everyday	
mundanities	 of	 a	 Gaelic	 life	 were	 secondary	 issues,	 overshadowed	 by	 the	 bardic	
responsibility	 of	 heralding	 this	 personal	 construction	 of	 a	 ‘Gaelic’	 world	 and	 identity.	
Although	 not	 to	 the	 same	 isolating	 degree	 Gunn	 shared	 this	 understanding,	 justifying	
	
47	From ‘A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle’: Hugh MacDiarmid, A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (ed.) Kenneth 
Buthlay (Edinburgh: Polygon, 2008), p.239.	
48	Fiona Stafford, Local Attachments: The Province of Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010) p.29.	
49	Colin Nicholson, Poem, Purpose and Place: Shaping Identity in Contemporary Scottish Verse 
(Edinburgh: Polygon, 1992), p.xx. 
50	CP1, p.480; CP1, p.479.	
51	CP1, p.476.	
52	Edwin Morgan, ‘MacDiarmid at Seventy-Five’, pp. 219-20 in Edwin Morgan, Essays (Cheadle: Carcanet, 1974), 
p.219; Mark Ryan Smith, The Literature of Shetland (Lerwick: The Shetland Times, 2014), p.119.	
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Margery	Palmer	McCulloch’s	claim	that	 the	Scottish	Renaissance	had	 ‘more	 in	common	







courses	 throughout	 his	 novels.	He	 develops	 the	 narratives	 of	 the	 characters	whom	 he	
depicts	and	the	backgrounds	of	their	social	contexts,	prioritizing	the	voices	of	his	subjects	
over	 his	 own.	 MacDiarmid,	 comparatively,	 does	 not	 possess	 this	 personal	 pool	 of	
experience,	tales	and	characters	from	which	to	draw	and	instead	draws	upon	and	amplifies	
his	subjectivity,	his	own	identity	feeding	into	that	which	he	imagines.	Whilst	Gunn’s	novels	
















Individuality	 is	highlighted	 in	 both	Gunn	 and	MacDiarmid’s	 constructions	 of	 the	Gaelic	
world,	 each	writer	 illustrating	 the	 tension	 that	 exists	 between	 solitude	 and	 kinship	in	
traditional	Highland	society.	As	discussed,	MacDiarmid	primarily	emphasizes	this	through	
the	 prefacing	 of	 his	 own	 role	 and	 duty,	 however	 he	 also	 does	 so	 through	 the	
	
53	McCulloch, Modernism and Nationalism, p.xiii.	
54	SC, p.366.	




struggle	 is	 a	 recurring	 theme	 in	 both	 his	 and	Gunn’s	writing,	 the	Gaelic	 identity	 they	
construct	shown	to	be	wrought	with	hardship,	endurance	and	belonging	to	a	troubled	past.	
Evocative	 of	 MacDiarmid’s	 own	 struggle	 of	 isolation	 and	 poverty	 on	 Shetland,	 any	
characters	he	identifies	are	singled	out	and	challenged	-	like	Tam	of	‘Tam	o’	the	Wilds’,	who	
‘never	had	a	stroke	o’	wardly	luck	/	But	a	desperate	fecht	frae	beginnin’	to	end’.55	Tam	is	























dancers	 indistinct	 from	the	dance,	 individuals	bound	together	by	a	shared	 identity	and	
common	experience	-	united	by	dùthchas.	It	is	this	which	the	clearances	of	‘Bliadhna	an	
Losgaidh’	 (1814)	 destroyed:	 ‘Already,	 as	 a	 community,	 cohesion	 had	 gone.	 They	 were	
	
55	CP1, p.369; ibid., p.377.	
56	BB, p.288.	
57	W. B. Yeats, ‘Among School Children’, pp.242-45 in The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (London: MacMillan & 
Co Ltd., 1965), p.245.	
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stragglers	after	a	battle	 rather	 than	a	simple	people	moving	 to	new	 lands.’58	Without	a	
territory	to	belong	to,	and	without	faith	in	the	persistence	of	their	traditional	values,	the	

















down	 from	 that	mount	 of	 her	 lonely	 vision,	 she	 found	need	 for	 all	 her	 courage.’61	Her	
solitude	is	as	integral	a	part	of	her	‘Gaelic’	identity	as	her	relationships	are.	Through	her	
independence,	 when	 she	 chooses	 to	 look	 inward	 on	 herself	 rather	 than	 out	 to	 the	
community,	 she	 finds	 her	 affinity	with	 the	 other	 elements	which	make	 up	 her	world,	
thereby	developing	a	better	understanding	of	who	she	is.	
	




yet	 comforting	 perversity	 to	 the	 outcast	 world	 they	 had	 created	 about	 them’.62	 The	
lifestyle	 they	 lead	out	of	necessity,	 so	 reliant	on	natural	 forces,	 is	one	at	odds	with	 the	
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too,	 had	 a	 physical	 resemblance	 to	 faces	 he	 knew	 at	 home.’63	This	 strengthens	 Gunn’s	





defining	 feature	 of	 the	 Gaelic	 identity	 and	 experience	 as	 it	 struggles	 to	 maintain	 its	
traditional	values	and	yet	bring	itself	into	a	much	changed	modern	world.	
	


















64	Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), p.39.	
65	Hart 1978, p.351.	
66	The poem’s setting is deductable through MacDiarmid’s reference to ‘the boats frae Macduff and Banff, / 
	




















enjoy	 its	 freedom,	 ‘livin’	in	what	a	wonderfu’	world	even	then	/	-	The	pure	world	o’	the	
spirit’.71	 Unable	to	relate	to	an	archetypical	experience	as	Gunn	might	have	done	 in	 this	







with	 the	 added	 influence	 of	 inhabitation.	 He	 presents	 the	 islanders	 as	 a	 coherent	
community,	‘completely	different	[...]	in	their	attitude	to	the	most	fundamental	things,	in	
the	intimate	texture	of	their	beings’	-	only	for	the	character	of	Eric	to	then	be	singled	out.72	
Like	Tam	he	 is	characterized	by	his	passion	 for	knowledge,	 there	being	 ‘no	man	 in	 the	
	
Whitehills, Portsoy, Findochtie, the Buckies’ and mention that ‘Far owre the Moray Firth the Caithness mountains / 












his	 solitude,	 ‘the	 sea	 [...]	 almost	 as	 much	 in	 his	 blood	 as	 in	 theirs’,	 his	 figure	 barely	
distinguishable	 from	 the	 rocky	background	of	 the	 stormy	 seascape.74	The	 image	of	 his	
body	merging	with	his	 landscape	 invokes	 the	 image	of	Tam	hiding	out	 in	 the	hills,	
MacDiarmid	sheltering	in	a	cave	on	West	Linga,	or	Duncan	Ban	MacIntyre	stalking	deer.	





understanding	 of	 the	 significance	 of	 individuality	 and	 yet	 places	 less	 emphasis	 on	 the	
overarching	 sense	 of	 dùthchas.	 Even	 when	 situated	 within	 a	 wider	 community,	 his	
characters	are	constructed	as	isolated	outsiders,	excluded	from	society	because	of	their	
independent	 pursuits.	 Unlike	 Gunn’s	 adoption	 of	 imagined	 identities	 and	 a	 level	 of	
intimacy	 which	 MacDiarmid	 found	 untoward	 –	 ‘Intimacy	 is	 always	 something	 I	 have	
instinctively	avoided’	–	the	poet	instils	his	constructions	with	traits	of	his	own,	drawing	
from	his	own	experience	and	understanding	of	a	Scottish	identity	defined	by	learning	and	
independence.75	 Instead	 of	 blindly	 appropriating	 an	 identity	 which	 is	 foreign	 to	 him,	
MacDiarmid	illustrates	his	aspiration	to	merge	the	known	with	the	unknown	in	order	to	
construct	a	Gaelic	identity	as	part	of	his	national	vision.	It	suggests	that,	despite	his	claims	








humanity	 seem	 perversely	 lonely.’77	 The	 closest	 the	 poet	 came	 to	 inhabitation	 in	 a	





76 Glen 1970, p.67. 
77	John Brannigan, Archipelagic Modernism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), p.171.	
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enhanced	by	brief	 insights	 into	Hebridean	 life	 on	 visits	 to	 friends	 Sorley	MacLean	 and	
Compton	Mackenzie.78	Although	the	society	on	Shetland	which	MacDiarmid	experienced	















Although	each	writer	primarily	 conveys	 their	depiction	of	 the	Gaelic	world	 through	an	
individual	perspective,	parallel	emphasis	is	placed	on	the	role	of	the	community.	Rather	
than	 a	 purely	 homogenous	 grouping,	 Gaelic	 society	 is	 portrayed	 as	 a	 fluctuating	












79	Quoted in Michael Newton, A Handbook of the Scottish Gaelic World (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000), p.111.	
80	John Burns, ‘Neil Gunn: Towards the Light’, pp.33-4 in Cencrastus: Scottish and International Literature, Arts 
and Affairs, 32 (Jan 1989), p.34.	
81	Baker 2009, p.153.	
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metaphysics	 of	 striving	 for	 home,	 rather	 than	 the	 actuality,	 or	 even	 the	 possibility,	 of	
arrival’,	 then	 MacDiarmid’s	 ‘impossible	 community’	 becomes	 equally	 as	 valuable	 to	
discussion	 on	 the	 ‘Gaelic	 Idea’.82	 Less	 tangible,	 MacDiarmid’s	 construction	 of	 Gaelic	
community	transcends	regional	boundaries	and	challenges	traditional	ideas	of	time	and	
kinship.	 As	 an	 intellectual	 creation,	 his	 Gaelic	 world	 brings	 together	 individuals	 and	










such	 a	 broad	 time	 span,	 from	 various	 locations	 in	 the	 Highlands,	 alludes	 to	 a	 racial	
connection	which	runs	deeper	than	any	modern	economic	classification.	In	illustrating	this	
connection	yet	never	overtly	politicizing	 it,	Gunn	 is	 less	problematic	 than	MacDiarmid,	
who	uses	the	Nazi	term	Blutsgefühl	(blood	feeling)	to	explain	his	own	understanding	of	
Scottish	race-consciousness.	He	writes	that	as	Scots	‘we	are	a	Gaelic	people’	and	’we	ought	









by	 social	 class.	 To	 group	 them	 as	 such	 implies	 a	 materialist	 approach.	 Whilst	 this	 is	
something	we	see	aplenty	 in	MacDiarmid’s	 theory	 it	 is	 less	evident	 in	his	poetry,	and	 I	
would	argue	that	in	focusing	more	closely	on	domestic	rural	life	and	labour,	Gunn	actually	
	
82	Scott Lyall, ‘Preface’, in Lyall, Community, p.vii; Lyall, ‘MacDiarmid’s Impossible Community’, ibid., p.87.	
83	Douglas Gifford, Neil M. Gunn & Lewis Grassic Gibbon (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1983), p.126.	
84	Glen 1970, p.71. 








in	 Sun	 Circle,	 the	Riasgan	 in	Butcher’s	 Broom,	 and	 the	 fishing	 community	 of	The	 Silver	
Darlings	all	behave	like	this,	united	in	the	understanding	of	the	work	that	drives	their	lives,	
hostile	to		outside	forces.	The	degree	to	which	Gunn	emphasizes	the	various	labour	roles	
which	 his	 characters	 fulfil	within	 their	 communities,	 and	 the	 extent	 to	which	 they	 are	






next,	 at	 least	 in	 part,	 by	 inspiring	 the	 youth	 to	 follow	 the	 precedents	 offered	 by	 role	
models.’86	Respect	for	the	past	is	embedded	in	the	Gaelic	identity	that	he	depicts	and	his	













body	together	–	 in	death	their	union	 is	strengthened	and	 ‘the	solidarity	of	 the	group	 is	
reaffirmed’,	a	trope	recognized	by	John	MacInnes	as	characteristic	of	the	Gaelic	tradition.89	
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Although	not	 father	and	son,	Sandy	and	Hugh	 in	Morning	Tide,	and	Young	Art	 and	Old	
Hector	 provide	 similar	 examples,	 representative	 of	 the	 intimate	 bonds	 between	 men	
which	propagate	the	preservation	of	culture	and	tradition	in	their	respective	communities.	
Depiction	of	the	relationship	between	young	and	old	introduces	the	circle	of	life,	and	the	
fragility	which	mortality	 imposes	 upon	 small	 Highland	 communities.	When	 characters	





which	 enables	 the	 community	 to	 constantly	 change	 and	 adapt–	much	 like	MacDiarmid	
does	in	‘Island	Funeral’,	his	own	intimate	portrayal	of	a	Gaelic	community.	
	
Within	 the	 community	 Gunn	 also	 depicts	 dynamics	 induced	 by	 pride	 and	 shame,	













Gunn	depicts	a	profound	understanding	 of	 the	 weight	 which	 hung	 over	 Gael’s	 heads	 -	
although	 communities	 did	 not	 wish	 to	 be	 defined	 by	 their	 oppression,	 it	 affects	 their	
character	nonetheless,	 creating	a	 troubled	 relationship	with	 the	narrative	of	 their	own	



























Broom,	 he	 refers	 to	 the	 Duchess	 of	 Sutherland	 ‘as	 surely	 as	 she	 were	 Judas,	 she	 has	
crucified	the	Gael.’96	Gifford	notes	the	likeness	of	the	fictional	factor’s	name,	Heller,	with	
the	real	figure	of	Patrick	Sellars,	suggesting	the	influence	of	real	history	on	Gunn’s	fiction.97	






paralysing	 all	 power	 of	 decisive	 action.	 Children	 of	 the	 Gael!	 Children	 of	 the	
tempest!	Children!98	
	
Expressed	by	Davie,	 this	epitomizes	 the	struggle	between	staying	 loyal	 to	a	devastated	
community	and	abandoning	one’s	heritage	for	a	fresh	start,	a	choice	which	afflicted	Gunn	




95	F.R. Hart, ‘At the End of the Day’ in Dairmid Gunn & Isobel Murray, Neil Gunn’s Country: essays in celebration of 
Neil Gunn (Edinburgh: Chambers, 1991), p.39; Gunn, quoted by F. R. Hart, ibid., p.26.	
96	BB, p.418.	
97	Douglas Gifford, ‘Neil Gunn and the Mythic Regeneration of Scotland: The Two Great Epic Cycles’, pp.75-111 in 
Gunn & Murray 1991, p.92.	
98	Gunn & Murray 1991, p.316.	
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their	 confidence	 both	 in	 themselves	 and	 as	members	 of	 the	 group,	 as	 they	 struggle	 to	
maintain	traditional	values	in	the	face	of	change.	
	




dismissal	 which	 it	 is	 too	 simplistic	 to	 award	 to	 Gunn’s	 carefully	 constructed	 social	
contexts.	The	 incorporation	of	 both	male	 and	 female	 protagonists	 ensures	 that	Gunn’s	
narrative	 awards	 a	 degree	 of	 interiority	 to	 both,	 exploring	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 their	
experiences	differ	in	part	due	to	gender.	Where	one	senses	a	hesitation	in	his	depiction	of	
women,	 the	 thesis	 would	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 a	 distance	 kept	 out	 of	 respect	 rather	 than	












authentically	 describe	 the	 experience	 of	 his	 female	 subjects	 due	 to	 his	 own	 gender.	






101	F. R. Hart, ‘At The End of the Day’, in Gunn & Murray 1991, p.35.	
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faceted,	 particularly	 in	 times	 such	 as	war	when	 the	 adult	male	population	was	 absent,	
leaving	them	with	heightened	responsibility.	Kenn	develops	a	better	understanding	of	his	
mother’s	 strength	 as	 he	 matures,	 growing	 to	 appreciate	 her	 understanding	 of	 ‘the	
inexorable	nature	of	the	needs	of	daily	life’,	and	her	 ‘bear[ing]	 the	burden	of	 all	mortal	
things’	as	 only	 one	who	has	 created	 and	 supported	 life	 herself	 can	do	 so.103	Much	 like	
MacCaig’s	 ‘Old	 Highland	 Woman’,	 whose	 ‘people	 /	 are	 assembled	 in	 her	 bones’,	 she	
appears	to	him	as	though	 ‘All	 the	history	of	her	people	is	writ	on	her	 face’,	 gathering	 a	
‘mythological	 value	 as	 the	years	went	on,	 until	 now	he	 can	 see	her	 as	 the	mother	that	
abides	from	everlasting	to	everlasting.’	104	The	timelessness	of	a	mother’s	role	is	engrained	
in	the	Gaelic	society	that	Gunn	constructs,	Finn	too	envisioning	that	 ‘His	mother	would	
never	 alter.	 She	 would	 deepen	 and	 grow	 in	 her	 own	 wisdom.’105	 Even	 when	 Gunn’s	
distance	 from	 his	 female	 characters	 suggests	 hesitation,	 he	 remains	 committed	 to	 an	
approach	 of	 sympathy	 and	 an	 aspiration	 for	 authenticity,	 based	 on	 the	 realities	 of	 the	
Gaelic	experience	he	himself	had	witnessed.
	










102	Lewis Grassic Gibbon, A Scots Quair (Edinburgh: Canongate Classics, 1995), p.71.	
103	HR, p.135; HR, p.91.	
104	Norman MacCaig, ‘Old Highland Woman’ in Voice-Over (London: Chatto & Windus, 1988), p.20; HR, p.90; HR 
p.88.	
105	F. R. Hart, The Scottish Novel: A Critical Survey (London: John Murray, 1978), p.332; SD, p.581.	





















and	 understood	 regarding	 community	 and	 identity	 too.	 His	 personal	 limitations	 and	











which	 ‘we	 all	 know	 each	 other,	 and	 as	 a	 rule	we	 know	 all	 about	 each	 other	 and	 past	




108	The location of Barra is suggested by the Catholic funeral ceremony conducted in Latin, and also due to it being 
one of the islands that MacDiarmid was most familiar with and had more first-hand experience on, thanks to visits 
to MacKenzie.	
109	Hugh MacDiarmid. ‘Out of the World and Into Langholm’, RT3, p.102.	








considerable	 degree	 of	 detachment	 –	 their	 faces	 retain	 ‘a	 strange	 remoteness’.112	 John	
Brannigan	considers	the	islanders	in	the	poem	‘ghostly	figures	[…]	mere	shadows	which	
fleet	across	the	surface	of	a	world	of	objects’,	however	there	is	more	depth	to	them	than	this	












the	writer’s	 respective	 priorities	 in	 their	 literary	 visions.	Where	 intimate	 dynamics	 of	
family,	gender	and	social	pressure	are	of	high	importance	to	Gunn,	MacDiarmid	aspired	













114	CP1, p.576; CP1, p.578.	






The	 foreboding	of	 change	coupled	with	respect	 for	 the	past	 in	Gunn	and	MacDiarmid’s	
constructions	 reinforces	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 Gael	 as	 a	 ‘race’	 which	 transcends	 traditional	
boundaries.	Writing	 to	 Grassic	 Gibbon	in	1935,	Gunn	described	how	‘In	my	locality	[…]	
there	did	exist	traces	of	the	ancient	 kindness	and	 interest	of	the	Simple	Folk.	It	goes	far	
beyond	 the	 Gaelic’.116	 The	 Gaelic	 world	 he	 represents	 therefore	 spans	 from	 the	 pre-
modern	 paganism	 of	 Sun	 Circle	 right	 up	 to	 the	modern	 day.	 Silke	 Stroh	 encourages	 a	
postcolonial	reading	of	the	historical	novels	–	which	can	also	be	applied	to	MacDiarmid	-	
to	aid	understanding	of	the	Gael’s	development,	noting	that	‘the	‘Celtic	dimension’	helps	to	
extend	 the	 historical	 perspective	 of	 postcolonial	 studies	 into	 pre-modern	 periods’.117	
Encompassing	such	a	vast	 time	period	enables	Gunn	to	explore	nuances	on	an	 intimate	
scale,	as	discussed,	but	also	offer	comment	upon	the	major	changes	that	occur	over	many	
generations	 throughout	 history.	MacDiarmid	 also	 alludes	 to	 a	 grand	 time	 frame	 in	 his	
poetry,	however	the	Gaelic	‘race’	is	referred	to	more	as	a	symbol	than	a	tangible	grouping.	
















115	Neil M. Gunn, The Green Isle of the Great Deep (Norwich: Souvenir Press, 1944,) p.175.	
116	Quoted by Gifford in Gunn & Murray 1991, p.84.	
117	Silke Stroh, ‘The Gaelic Voice and (Post)colonial Discourse: An Alignment Illustrated by Case Studies of Neil 
Gunn, William Neill and Tormod Caimbeul’, pp.77-91 in Carla Sassi & Theo van Heijnsbergen (eds.) Within and 
Without Empire: Scotland Across the (Post)colonial Borderline (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars, 2013), p.91.	
118	HR, p.228.	
119HR, p.229.	
































Gaelic’	 qualities	 which	 he,	 like	Gunn,	 admires	 and	wishes	 to	 reclaim	 in	 modernity.	He	
appears	to	understand	his	own	role	against	this	too,	happy	to	be	part	of	something	greater:	
‘I	have	heard	it	now	and	am	content	forever.’124	MacDiarmid	does	not	shy	away	from	the	

















bones’.126	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid	 act	 on	 this	 compulsion,	 as	 does	 Gaelic	 poet	 Sorley	
MacLean	in	‘Hallaig’,	when	he	claims	‘They	are	still	in	Hallaig,	[…]	the	dead	have	been	seen	














Awareness	 of	 the	 vastness	 of	 time	 in	 ‘the	 misty	 landscape	 of	 history’	 is	 prevalent	
throughout	MacDiarmid’s	 construction	 of	 the	 Gaelic	world,	 and	 the	medium	 of	 poetry	
enables	 him,	 like	MacCaig	 and	MacLean,	 to	 explore	 such	 infinities	with	 freedom.	Mark	
Smith	 considers	 the	 suitability	 of	 epic	 poetry	 to	 such	 epic	 musings,	 explaining	 that	
‘because	it	allows	the	poet	to	work	on	a	very	large	scale,	[it]	has	the	flexibility	and	potential	
for	 inclusiveness	 necessary	 to	 unify	 an	 infinitely	 varied	world.’129	MacDiarmid	 exploits	
these	 qualities	 even	 in	 his	 poems	 which	 are	 not	 considered	 ‘epic’,	 through	







127	Sorley MacLean, ‘Hallaig’ in Hallaig and Other Poems (Edinburgh: Polygon, 2014) p.118.	
128	Norman MacCaig, ‘A Man in Assynt’, in Between Mountain and Sea: Poems from Assynt (ed.) Roderick Watson 
(Edinburgh: Polygon, 2018), pp.75-6.	
129	Smith 2014, p.135.	






























own	 ends.	 Politically,	 this	 is	 questionable	 and	 markedly	 an	 example	 of	 an	 outsider	









132 Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘In the Gaelic Islands’, AFS, p.232.	
133	CP2, p.1179.	




















intimate	 level.	 He	 utilizes	 the	 qualities	 implicit	 within	 the	 novel	 to	 demonstrate	 a	
constantly	evolving	construction	of	identity	and,	thanks	to	the	vast	time	span	he	covers	in	
his	 oeuvre,	 how	 the	Gael	 survives	 despite	 ‘transformations	 of	 history’.	 His	 narratives	
unpack	the	tensions	which	existed	within	the	Gaelic	world,	and	he	does	not	necessarily	try	
to	 resolve	 these,	 acknowledging	 the	 persistence	 of	 such	 contradictory	 elements	 to	
Highland	experience.	Thus,	whilst	his	characters	are	individuals	afflicted	by	loneliness	and	
struggle,	they	also	belong	to	a	wider	community	where	that	struggle	is	shared,	kinship	an	
equally	 integral	 feature	 of	 Gaelic	 life.	 Gunn	 reveals	 the	 various	 dynamics	 that	 exist	










134	Cairns Craig, The Modern Scottish Novel: Narrative and the National Imagination (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1999), p.11.	




most	 prominently	 from	 the	 Gaelic	 identity	 his	 poetry	 presents	 –	 learning,	 solitude,	
acceptance	of	responsibility	and	the	importance	of	cultural	and	historical	awareness	as	a	
precursor	to	progress.	Whilst	this	does	not	deem	it	fair	to	disregard	them	as	‘in-authentic’	
Gaelic	 values,	 for	 they	 are	 stressed	 by	 Gaelic	 scholars	 and	 writers	 elsewhere,	 it	 does	
illustrate	his	complete	willingness	to	pick	and	choose	what	to	emphasize,	as	he	saw	fit,	and	
there	 is	 the	 temptation	 –	 or	 perhaps	 necessity	 –	 to	 be	 wary	 in	 reading	MacDiarmid’s	







































economies	 and	 territories,	 the	 texts	 offer	 variations	 on	 an	 insight	 into	 the	 intellectual,	
aesthetic	and	emotional	connotations	of	the	natural	environment.	
	
First	 and	 foremost	 it	 is	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid’s	
constructions	 are	 products	 of	 creative	 fiction,	 in	 which	 the	 landscape	 was	 assigned	
symbolic	function	and	significance	within	the	texts.	As	such,	it	is	not	wholly	the	accuracy	
of	 representation	 that	 should	 be	 analyzed,	 rather	 the	 varying	 manners	 in	 which	 they	
utilized	 and	manipulated	 the	 natural	world	 to	 certain	 ends	 in	 their	work.	Whilst	 they	
agreed	on	a	rejection	of	Celtic	Twilight	romanticism	and	shared	in	its	place	a	vision	of	the	
land	which	was	more	grounded	in	reality,	this	is	not	to	say	that	they,	too,	were	not	guilty	
of	 idealism.	 Actuality	 is	 mingled	 with	 imagination	 and	 it	 is	 the	 tension	 between	
sentimentalism	and	realism	which	makes	their	portrayal	of	the	natural	environment,	and	






‘The	ancient	Gaels	used	 to	 say,	 ‘Put	 your	 trust	 in	 the	 earth;	 it	 has	never	 left	 thee	 empty.’	
‘Toughness,	vigour,	and	fullness’	–	these	are	indeed	the	pre-requisites	of	a	poetry	faced	with	
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reference	 to	 ‘the	 secret	 source’,	 alludes	 to	 the	writers’	 understanding	 of	 the	 past	 as	 a	
superior	structure	of	society,	and	their	frustration	at	what	has	been	lost	-	‘It’s	a	far	cry	to	
the	 golden	 age	 [...]	 Our	 river	 took	 a	 wrong	 turning	 somewhere!’142	Highland	 River	 is	
particularly	 poignant	 in	 this	 sense,	 considering	 its	 contextualization	 in	WWI,	 the	 war	











Attachment	 to	 environments	 for	 personal	 reasons	 –	 much	 like	 dùthchas	 -	 is	
something	that	MacDiarmid	and	Gunn	share.	MacDiarmid’s	poetry	recurrently	reflects	on	






142	CP1, pp.473-4; HR, p.114.	
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MacDiarmid	 makes	 clear	 his	 disapproval	 of	 the	 use	 of	 landscape	 purely	 for	 aesthetic	






146	The concept is discussed in V. I. Lenin, ‘The State and Revolution’ [1917], pp.381-492 in V. I. Lenin, 
Collected Works, Vol. 25 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1974). 
147	IS, p.xviii.	
148	CP2, p.1185.	




the	poet	 arrived	 in	 the	 archipelago	 in	May	 1933	 […]	 he	 found	 himself	 surrounded	 by	
evidence	of	a	mode	of	existence	insusceptible	even	to	the	biological	development.’150	The	






The	 settings	 of	 the	 Direadh	 poems	 are	 presented	 in	 light	 of	 their	 severity,	 the	
narrative	remaining	‘above	the	tree-line,	where	the	track	/	Is	the	bed	of	an	amethystine	
burn	 /	 In	 a	 bare	 world	 of	 shining	 quartz	 and	 purple	 heather’.151	 ‘The	 North	 Face	 of	
Liathach’	provides	a	similar	example,	as	MacDiarmid	depicts	the	inhospitable	sheerness	of	
its	cliffs	and	its	‘jagged	teeth’,	‘no	place	for	children	/	Or	for	holiday	dawdling’.152	‘Direadh	















landscape	used	 for	 aesthetic	purposes,	MacDiarmid	and	Gunn	 recognise	 the	 significant	




150	Patrick Crotty, ‘‘Like Pushkin, I?: Hugh MacDiarmid and Russia’, Studies in Scottish Literature, Vol.44, Iss.1 
(2019), pp.47-89. Available at: <https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl/vol44/iss1/7> [accessed 08.06.19], p.87.	
151	CP2, p.1175.	
152	Liathach is a mountain in the Torridon Hills, in NW Scotland; CP2, p.1055.	
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155	John Murray defines ‘animism’ as ‘a belief, which can invest the non-human world, both living and non-living 
with human feelings, thoughts, actions and even spirits.’ This is the definition that the thesis bears in mind when 






















The	 mountain	 was	 retiring	 within	 itself.	 All	 mountains	 did	 this	 at	 night.	 They	
withdrew.	They	folded	their	shoulders	and	drew	their	mantles	about	their	feet,	like	
gigantic	 prophets.	 But	 once	 in	 the	West	 he	 had	 seen	 them	 like	 gigantic	 beasts,	
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the	 land	 of	 romance’,	 in	 Waverley’s	 first	 impression	 of	 that	 ‘sylvan	 amphitheatre’.163	
Impossible	 to	 shake	 off	 such	methods	 of	 representation	 entirely	 –	 as	will	 be	 explored	
further	 in	 the	 look	 at	 Gunn’s	 perception	 of	 the	 Hebrides	 in	 Chapter	 3	 –	 both	 he	 and	
MacDiarmid	allude	 to	 the	 ‘sublime’	or	 the	 ‘romantic’	Highlands	alongside	 the	emphasis	
they	 place	 on	 the	 economic	 viability	 and	 materialist	 reading	 of	 	 the	 land.	 There	 is	 a	

























MacLean	offers	an	 insight	 into	the	symbolism	of	the	natural	environment	 in	traditional	





166	See Douglas Gifford, ‘The Silver Darlings and the Song of Life’, pp.116-146 in Gifford 1983.	
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withdrawn’,	of	 ‘more	 than	escape	 -	penetration’,	and	of	being	drawn	 ‘to	some	mystical	
secret	source	of	life,	of	fertile	life’.172	In	his	incorporation	of	a	character	such	as	Clare,	and	
the	 exploration	 of	 the	 feelings	 that	 she	 experiences,	 Gunn	 constructs	 a	more	 complex	
vision	of	the	land	as	a	gendered	body	that	can	not	only	be	fertilized	or	admired,	but	also	
exploited	 –	 be	 that	 economically,	 i.e.	 through	 clearance	 or	 destruction,	 or	 culturally,	
	













sea	 gave	 up	 nothing’,	 ‘Strength	 was	 the	 keynote	 of	 this	 coast’	 –	 and	 the	 sound	 of	 its	
presence	is	said	to	‘play	on	the	ear	with	forebodings	of	universal	doom.’173	It	is	in	his	effort	
to	de-romanticize	the	Gaelic	world	that	Gunn	emphasizes	its	sinister	edge,	comparable	to	








Even	as	other	 responsibilities	 and	attachments	 come	and	go,	 it	 is	 the	 sea	and	 the	men	
associated	with	 it	 which	 continue	 to	 hold	 the	most	 formative	 roles	 in	 Finn’s	 personal	
development.	 In	 its	masculine	connotations	of	bravery,	 independence	and	freedom,	the	
sea	is	presented	as	a	gendered	symbol,	just	as	the	earth	is.	Such	symbolism,	in	part	through	














Like	 Gunn,	 MacDiarmid	 emphasizes	 the	 terror	 of	 the	 Highlands’	 natural	 environment,	
	
173	TLG, p.68; TLG, p.71; HR, p.49; HR,  p.56.	
174	SD, p.435.	
175	CP2, p.1056.	





























of	 the	 eagle	 swooping	 over	 the	 countryside	 in	 ‘Direadh	 III’,	 which	 also	 symbolize	 his	




Further	 to	 this,	 MacDiarmid	 highlights	 an	 aspiration	 to	 break	 down	 the	 barriers	
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182	Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2008), p.70.	
















The	 natural	 environment	 provides	 a	 wealth	 of	 symbols	 in	 both	 Gunn	 and	








constructions	illustrate	similar	goals,	 this	 is	primarily	where	 the	writers’	natural	Gaelic	
worlds	differ.	Gunn’s	presents	an	amalgamation	of	symbols	written	in	the	land	and	voiced	





‘There	 is	no	country	 in	Europe	 that	does	not	possess,	 in	 some	remote	corner,	at	 least	one	
remnant-people,	 left	 over	 from	an	 earlier	 population,	 forced	 back	 and	 subjugated	 by	 the	




184	Glen 1970, p.67. 
185	Karl Marx, ‘The Magyar Struggle’, pp.213-226 in David Fernback (ed.) Karl Marx, The Revolutions of 1848: 
Political Writings vol.1 (London: Allen Lane, 1973), pp.221-2.	









In	 Gunn,	 the	 economic	 value	 of	 the	 natural	 world	 is	 implicit	 in	 the	 Highlands	 that	 he	






















introduction	 of	 any	 great	 change	 in	 the	 social	 and	 economic	 life	 of	 a	 people	 there	 is	
technically	no	obstacle	other	than	what	may	be	found	in	the	law	of	the	land.’	188	Depiction	




188	BB, p.35; BB, p.266.	
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published’,	shows	how	 the	betrayal	 is	not	 just	 to	 the	communities,	but	 to	 their	ancient	





possessed	 by	 it?’191	 Gunn	 approaches	 the	 topic	 with	 similar	 questions	 and	 a	 similar	
understanding	 of	 the	 complexity	 of	 emotions	which	 the	Clearances,	 as	 an	 event	which	
impacted	 social	 and	 economic	 conditions	 in	 the	 Gaelic	 world	 forever,	 provoked	 in	 its	
communities.	Price	remarks	that	by	‘Making	detailed	social	conditions	and	relations	the	


















and	work.	 The	 socialist	 undertone	 in	 the	 phrase	 and	 in	Gunn’s	 emphasis	 on	 labour,	 is	
expressed	more	explicitly	in	Butcher’s	Broom,	when	the	glen	is	described	as	‘suffering	fire	
as	did	the	Kremlin,	and	destruction	as	did	the	battlefield’.194	By	drawing	such	a	clear	link	
between	 the	political	 climates	 of	 the	Highlands	 and	Soviet	Russia,	Gunn	 reinforces	 the	
	
189	Price 1991, p.54.	



















His	 own	 political	 stance	 is	 interwoven	 in	 the	 stories	 of	 his	 characters,	 revealing	 the	
struggle	of	the	Gaelic	world	against	the	onslaught	of	modern	change	and	‘improvement’.	























198	SD, p.72; SD, p.80.	
199	SD, p.185.	





into	 contemporary	 economic	 anxieties	 which	 Gunn	 discussed	 in	 articles	 for	 Scots	
Magazine,	 such	 as	 in	 the	 following	 claim	 in	 1937	 that	 ‘the	 decline	 in	 every	 phase	 of	
Highland	life	is	becoming	alarming.	[…]	The	old	croft	is	no	longer	a	self-supporting	unit.	
The	sea-fisheries	are	in	desperate	straits.’200	Such	worries	must	have	influenced	his	fiction	





























200 Neil. M. Gunn, ‘“Gentlemen – The Tourist!: The New Highland Tourist’, Scots Magazine (Mar 1937), cited 
pp.305-310 in McCulloch, Modernism and Nationalism, p.306.	
201	SC, p.267.	
202	OB, p.335.	
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through	 respectful	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 lasting	 effects	 still	 felt	 by	 the	 area’s	
landscapes	and	economies.	
	












as	 a	whole	 is	more	 concerned	with	 the	 Borders.	 However,	 it	 helps	 to	 retain	 a	 holistic	
approach	 to	 his	 treatment	 of	 Scottish	 land	 and	 its	 value,	 knowing	 that	 he	would	 have	
viewed	 it	 holistically	 himself.	 Attributing	 focus	 to	 the	 natural	 environment’s	 physical	
function	distances	MacDiarmid	from	the	popular	instrumentalization	of	land	in	poetry	for	







the	 poet)	 devotes	 ample	 focus	 to	 the	 deterioration	 of	 the	Highland	 economy	 and,	 as	 a	
result,	the	natural	environment	and	the	Gaelic	culture	that	propagates	there.	He	argues	in	
‘Neo-Gaelic	Economics’	(1928)	that	‘The	decline	of	the	Gaelic	is	a	consequence	–	not	the	


















Highland	 land	 reclamation	 following	 WWI,	 when	 crofters	 took	 back	 land	 that	 was	
rightfully	theirs	in	Skye,	Raasay,	Tiree	and	Coll,	and	threatened	to	do	so	in	Helmsdale,	the	
area	that	Gunn’s	fiction	is	centred	on.207	As	a	politically	conscious	individual,	it	is	not	far-	







Alongside	 earlier	 journalism,	 The	 Islands	 of	 Scotland	 is	 similarly	 integral	 to	
developing	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	MacDiarmid’s	approach	to	Gaelic	land	and	
economy.	The	text	introduces	the	archipelago	as	an	amalgamation	of	spaces	in	which	the	
lives	 of	 individuals	 and	 communities	 are	 ruled	 by	 occupation,	 inviting	 materialist	
discussion.	In	one	instance,	he	encourages	the	revival	of	the	Hebridean	fishing	industry	to	
combat	 the	 area’s	 ‘background	 of	 depopulation	 and	 decline’.208	 	 Islands	 appealed	 to	
MacDiarmid	as	a	distinctive	territory	within	the	Gaelic	world,	which	lent	unique	purpose	
to	those	who	dwelt	 there.	The	idea	of	 ‘territory’	 is	another	important	material	 function	
which	 the	 land	 provides	 in	 both	 his	 and	 Gunn’s	 constructions	 where	 experience	was	
determined,	to	an	extent,	by	locality.	Gunn	alludes	to	this	in	The	Lost	Glen:	
	








207	William Kenefick, Red Scotland: The Rise and Fall of the Radical Left, c.1872 to 1932 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2007), p.179.	
208	IS, p.115.	
209	TLG, p.341.	















of	his	birth	and	Finn’s	 island	 travels	 informed	 by	 his	 own,	 each	 island	 attributed	 a	
different	 character,	 similar	 to	MacDiarmid’s	 documentation	 in	The	 Islands	 of	 Scotland.	
Gunn	highlights	the	value	of	experiencing	new	territories	like	this:	‘Sailing	along	the	coast	
of	one’s	native	land	was	a	new	way	of	reading	its	history,	a	detached	way,	so	that	instead	of	
being	embroiled	on	 it,	one	 looked	on.’213	The	 introduction	of	distance	here,	of	 stepping	
back	from	one’s	environment	in	order	to	comprehend	it	more	clearly,	occurs	repeatedly	
in	Gunn’s	novels,	his	narrative	frequently	breaking	from	the	depiction	of	the	everyday	and	







reference	 ‘the	 Hebrides’	 alongside	 multiple	 specific	 locations	 on	 Skye,	 including	 ‘the	
hollow	at	Boreraig’,	Dunvegan	Castle	and	‘the	broken	graves	in	Kilmuir	Kirkyard’.214	The	
‘Direadh’	poems	reference	Wester	Ross,	Sutherland,	Eigg,	Canna,	Harris	and	Perthshire,	







214	CP1, p.475; CP1, p.482.	






Rosshire	 in	 1920	he	was	haunted	by	 the	 emptiness	 of	 the	 landscape	 and	by	 an	



















existed	 in	 the	 different	 regions	 of	 the	 Highlands	 and	 Islands	 which	 people	 inhabited.	
During	their	island	trips,	neither	writer	was	an	inhabitant,	yet	they	were	given	an	insight	
into	 how	 life	might	 be	 if	 they	were.	 Despite	 this,	 they	 remained	 on	 the	 fringes	 of	 the	
communities,	 and	 the	 hostility	 of	 localities	 to	 the	 outsider	 was	 something	 that	 both	
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common	 conception	 of	 a	 travel	 guide,	 provides	 its	 reader	 with	 a	 constructed	 artistic	
manipulation	of	real	environments.	This	section	will	compare	the	text	with	Neil	Gunn’s	Off	
in	a	Boat	(1938),	highlighting	the	archipelago	as	a	specific	space	within	the	Gaelic	world	
that	 both	 writers	 deemed	 significant	 enough	 to	 devote	 entire	books	 to.	 In	 visiting	 the	
islands	as	research,	both	men	were	given	a	closer	insight	into	the	reality	of	their	nature,	
and	what	 life	as	an	 islander	constituted,	 lending	greater	weight	 to	comment	upon	their	
‘territory’.	
	
First	 and	 foremost,	 islands	 fascinated	MacDiarmid	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 distinct	
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it	 is	 necessary	 to	 know	 many	 islands’,	 evocative	 of	 his	 suggestions	 elsewhere	 that	
everything	 must	 be	 understood	 as	 ‘contributory	 to	 the	 whole’.	 223	 Thus,	 although	 the	
majority	of	the	book	is	dominated	by	the	bigger	islands	such	as	Orkney	or	Skye,	attention	






Most	 striking	 in	MacDiarmid’s	 perception	 of	 the	 archipelago	 is	 the	 idea	 that	 he	
constructs	of	the	islands	as	the	least	spoilt	area	of	the	Gaelic	world,	where	traditional	values	
and	cultures	have	been	preserved	most	successfully.	This	is	highlighted	in	‘Lament	for	the	










223	IS, p.61; CP2, p.1167.	
224	IS, p.134.	
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so	 is	 their	 culture.227	 Timothy	 Baker	 notes	 the	 tendency	 within	 Scottish	 literature	 to	
portray	‘a	linked	and	opposed	perspective	in	which	the	island	stands	for	a	unified	culture	
that	is	either	sustainable	or	must	be	left	behind.’228	This	is	highly	relevant	to	MacDiarmid’s	
construction.	The	 Islands	 of	 Scotland	 documents	 features	which	 are	 shown	 to	 be	 both	








Like	 Gunn’s	 Finn,	 MacDiarmid	 documents	 the	 variations	 in	 character	 of	 the	
different	 islands	he	visits,	 illustrating	 the	 nuances	 which	 are	 created	 by	 specificity	 of	
environment	 and	 geography.	 Whilst	 Orcadians	 are	 represented	 as	 ‘quiet,	 friendly,	
industrious,	 well-doing	 people’,	 their	 Shetlandic	 counterparts	 are	 viewed	 as	 quite	 the	
opposite,	a	difference	he	attributes	primarily	to	the	physical	differences	in	their	islands’	













228	Timothy Baker, ‘The Lonely Island: Exile and Community in Recent Island Writing’, pp.25-42 in Lyall 2016, p.29.	
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would	 go	 on	 to	 guide	 the	 writing	 of	 The	 Silver	 Darlings.232	 His	 fascination	 with	 the	
Hebrides,	Price	considers,	might	 ‘derive	from	a	perceived	anthropological	 link	between	
them	and	Caithness’,	linking	it	back,	therefore,	to	the	discussion	already	established	with	
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strange	and	 foreign,	 shore,	 though	 it	was	yet	more	 intimate,	as	a	 shore	of	 tradition,	or	
dream,	 or	 actual	 past	 experience	 is	 intimate.’238	 This	 combination	 of	 strangeness	 and	
intimacy	is	something	which	both	writers	document	on	the	islands,	stemming	primarily	
from	 their	 roles	 as	 visitors,	 rather	 than	 inhabitants,	 and	 their	 aspiration	 for	 a	 closer	
understanding	of	their	foreign	environment	and	culture.	
	
Careful	 to	 avoid	 over-sentimentalisation,	 Gunn	 offers	 justification	 for	 his	 trip,	
remarking	that	‘It	is	easy,	of	course,	to	dismiss	the	picture	by	calling	it	the	escapist’s	dream,	











to	 ‘the	completeness	of	 the	holocaust’,	 remarking	 that	 ‘They	dogged	us	everywhere	we	
went,	and	at	times	the	tale	sickened	us,	so	that	we	could	have	wished	for	something	new,	
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Gunn	 inhabits	 a	 position	 of	 sympathy	 seeking	 to	 positively	 represent	 those	 involved,	
whereas	MacDiarmid	inhabits	the	role	of	the	surveying	outsider	seeking	to	enhance	his	
own	understanding.	The	islands	do	however	introduce	a	heightened	sense	of	intimacy	into	
MacDiarmid’s	 representation.	 Their	 inclusion	 characterizes	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid’s	
struggle,	as	 illustrated	similarly	elsewhere,	to	encompass	both	the	realist	and	romantic	
readings	 that	 the	 Gaelic	 environment	 provokes.	 As	 a	 result,	 their	 constructions	














land	of	his	nation	as	a	whole.	Both	–	although	more	so	MacDiarmid	–	 to	 represent	 the	
environment	 in	a	modern	 fashion	which	moved	away	 from	romantic	or	Celtic	Twilight	
attitudes,	 thereby	 adopting	 a	 responsibility	 which	 transcended	 that	 of	 the	 ‘romantic’	
poet/author.	 Symbolism	 features	 in	Gunn’s	 construction	most	 strikingly	 in	 the	 form	of	
animism,	such	that	the	landscape	is	humanized,	gendered,	and	attributed	an	identity	as	
much	as	those	who	live	on	it.	Whilst	MacDiarmid’s	poetry	does	this	to	an	extent,	he	places	
greater	emphasizes	a	desire	 for	acceptance	and	 the	aspiration	 for	a	closer	relationship	
between	man	and	nature,	 achievable	 through	 the	attainment	of	knowledge.	As	 in	 their	
reconstruction	 of	 community	 and	 identity,	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that	 both	 Gunn	 and	
MacDiarmid	believed	in	a	time	when	man’s	affinity	with	nature	was	closer,	and	wished	to	
return	 to	 many	 of	 these	 traditional	 values	 in	 their	 modern	 reconstruction.	 In	 their	
perception	of	this	past,	the	laws	of	the	land	were	obeyed	and	livelihood	was	wrought	through	
labour	with	one’s	natural	environment.	Life	on	the	land	was	not	profit	driven,	nor	was	it	





The	 tensions	 which	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid’s	 visions	 navigate	 -	 sentimentality	




























examines	 how	 exactly	 the	 culture	 of	 the	 Highlands	 and	 Islands	 infiltrated	 their	
consciousness	 therefore,	 including	an	insight	into	the	texts	which	 are	 believed	 to	 have	
influenced	 their	 appreciations.	 Their	 awareness	 depended	 very	much	 on	 independent	








culture	 in	 the	 light	of	 the	present	and	with	a	view	to	 the	 future;	and,	on	the	other,	by	an	






the	 ideology	that	undermines	 the	revitalization	of	 tradition	 is	explored	more	explicitly.	
	
244	RT2, p.67.	
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Silke	 Stroh	 considers	how	 ‘Attempts	 to	 rehabilitate	 the	Gaelic	heritage	often	entailed	a	
relatively	 uncritical,	 idealizing	 stance	 toward	 anything	 which	 could	 be	 labelled	
“traditional”	or	“indigenously	Gaelic”’.245	Gunn	and	MacDiarmid’s	respective	achievements	
sought	 to	 preface	 new	 ideals,	 revitalizing	 Gaelic	 culture	 in	 a	 manner	 which	 was	 not	












to	 Orkney	 writers.246	 Evidently	 the	 poet	 was	 keen	 that	 Islands,	 the	 major	 non-fiction	
project	of	the	‘Gaelic	Idea’,	be	read	not	as	an	unresearched	project.	The	Gaelic	world	that	
MacDiarmid	constructs,	at	times	easier	to	assume	as	fabrication	in	 light	of	his	personal	
distance	 from	 the	 Gaelic	 identity,	 is	 reinforced	 by	 his	 voracious	 appetite	 for	 literature	
about	the	world	that	he	sought	to	depict,	to	plug	the	gaps	of	what	he	did	not	understand.	
	
Even	more	 insightful	 in	 this	 respect	 is	MacDiarmid’s	 early	 journalism.	 In	 the	 late	
1920s	and	early	1930s	his	understanding	of	Gaelic	culture	grew	out	of	an	awareness	of	its	
‘Celtic’	 connection	 to	 Ireland,	 particularly	 after	 his	meeting	with	 Yeats	 in	 1928.	 In	 the	
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Gaeldom	at	 the	 time,	his	 influence	 is	unavoidable	–	as	Eliot	expressed,	 ‘no	man	wholly	
escapes	from	the	kind	[…]	of	culture	which	he	acquired	from	his	early	environment.’248	





Following	 this,	 ‘Scottish	 Gaelic	 Policy’	 (1927)	 more	 explicitly	 champions	 the	
campaign	 for	 the	 revitalization	 and	modernization	 of	 traditional	 cultures.	MacDiarmid	
argues	 that	 ‘Without	 realizing	 our	 relationship,	 however	 disguised	 linguistically,	
politically,	 and	otherwise,	 to	 the	Gaelic	 traditions,	we	will	be	unable	 to	 rise	 into	major	
forms.’250	Borrowing	 the	words	 of	 an	 unnamed	writer,	 he	 follows	 this	 by	 quoting	 that	
‘Scotland	today	is	overwhelmingly	Gaelic	in	blood.	[…]	Let	our	children	be	taught	that	the	
ancient	Gaels	were	a	race	with	a	culture,	skilled	in	the	working	of	bronze	and	gold,	with	a	











ran	 for	 a	 year,	 from	1927-1928,	 and	was	edited	by	Ruaraidh	Erskine	of	Marr,	political	
activist	and	ally	of	the	poet.	In	that	short	time	MacDiarmid	submitted	numerous	articles	














another,	 ‘The	 National	 Idea	 and	 The	 Company	 it	 Keeps’	 (March	 1928),	 he	 voices	 his	
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Mr	 Heller	 refers	 to	 Sir	 John	 Sinclair,	 citing	 him	 as	 the	 source	 which	 informed	 his	
preconceptions	 of	 the	 Gael.	 261	 	 Elsewhere,	 he	 credits	 Alexander	 Carmichael’s	Carmina	
Gadelica	 (1900)	 for	 the	 provision	 of	 original	 Gaelic	 poems	 included	 in	 the	 novel.	
Carmichael’s	 text,	 a	 collection	of	oral	 story-telling	 from	the	Highlands	and	 Islands,	was	
monumental	for	its	time	and	has	since	been	credited	by	Gaelic	historian	John	MacInnes	for	
its	 ‘robust	 awareness	 of	 the	 everyday	 life	 of	 crofters’	 and	 its	 insightful	 perceptions,	
‘certainly	not	those	of	an	Ivory	Tower	artist.’262		In	showing	awareness	of	such	a	critical	
text	for	the	Gaelic	world,	moreover	one	considered	‘authentic’	to	the	everyday	Highland	





of	 the	 Ancient	 Bard’,	 the	 poem	 he	 borrows	 from	 Carmichael’s	 text	 is	 the	 only	 poem	





but	as	 indication	of	him	working	within	his	means	and	ability	 to	 construct	 a	 sensitive,	





261	Sinclair researched and wrote The Old Statistical Account of Scotland, published between 1791 and 1799.	
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as	 indication	 of	 his	willingness	 to	 learn	more	 about	 the	Gaelic	world.	 The	 inclusion	 of	







to	 its	 display	 of	 ‘a	 cultural	 richness,	 a	 Gaelic	 sophistication	 comparable	with	but	quite	
distinct	 from	European	high	 art’.266	 John	Brannigan,	 in	 relation	 to	MacDiarmid,	 credits	
works	 by	 Aodh	 de	 Blacam,	 Henri	 Hubert	 and	 L	 Albert	 Hermann	 as	 having	 provided	
inspiration	 in	 the	 writing	 of	 The	 Islands	 of	 Scotland.267	 Evidently	 it	 was	 a	 plethora	 of	
sources,	 combined	 like	 a	 patchwork	 to	 complement	 their	 real	 life	 interactions	 and	
imagination,	 which	 informed	 the	 writers’	 awareness	 of	 Gaelic	 traditions	 and	 culture.	
Alongside	 acknowledgement	 of	 their	 referentiality,	 this	 consciousness	 impacted	 their	
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Linguistic	 history	 was	 as	 integral	 to	 the	 Gaelic	 world	 that	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid	
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encroached	 upon,	 this.	 Having	 previously	 championed	 the	 vernaculars	 of	 Scots	 in	 the	
Borders,	Doric	in	Aberdeenshire	and	Norn	in	Shetland,	he	turned	his	attention	to	the	Gaelic	
tongue	with	the	same	vigour	as	he	had	awarded	these	before	it,	keen	to	understand	more	










Mention	of	Gaelic	 is	present	 in	MacDiarmid’s	prose	as	early	as	 the	1920s.	 In	an	
essay	from	this	time	entitled	‘Introducing	Hugh	M’Diarmid’,	the	poet	proposes	that	‘The	
literary	cultivation	of	the	Vernacular	–	as	of	the	Gaelic	–	 is	merely	one	aspect	of	that;	a	
problem	 within	 a	 problem’,	 highlighting	 that	 although	 Gaelic	 is	 a	 part	 of	 the	 plan	 to	
rejuvenate	 ‘the	essential	Scottish	diversity-in-unity’,	 it	remains	on	the	periphery	at	 this	
time.276	In	‘A	Theory	of	Scots	Letters’,	Grieve	again	dwells	on	the	idea	of	the	vernacular,	
thereby	 introducing	 the	 line	 of	 argument	 he	 later	 applies	 to	 Gaelic:	 ‘Whatever	 the	
potentialities	of	the	Doric	may	be,	however,	there	cannot	be	a	revival	in	the	real	sense	of	
the	 word	 […]	 unless	 these	 potentialities	 are	 in	 accord	 with	 the	 newest	 and	 truest	
tendencies	of	human	thought.’277	The	consistent	worry	he	expresses	is	that	the	minority	
languages	within	Scotland,	including	Gaelic,	have	been	dismissed	as	antiquated	figments	
of	 the	 past,	 society	 having	 denied	 the	 responsibility	 to	 revitalize	 them	 for	 use	 in	
contemporary	literature.	The	goal	to	reverse	this	courses	throughout	MacDiarmid’s	work,	
Scottish	 literature	 intended	 to	one	day	encompass	all	native	dialects	 rather	 than	being	
conducted	purely	in	imposed	English.	
	
MacDiarmid	 argues	 throughout	 the	 1920s	 and	 30s	 that	 since	 the	 decline	 of	 the	
vernacular,	Gaelic	 in	particular,	Scottish	literature	itself	has	declined,	failing	to	produce	
	



















The	 co-existence	 of	multiple	 national	 languages	 –	 Gaelic,	 Scots,	 Doric,	 English	 -	




[it	 is	 necessary	 to]	 bridge	 the	 gulf	 between	 Gaelic	 and	 Scots.	 Both	 have	 been	
tremendously	 handicapped	 by	 circumstances,	 and	 yet	 in	 their	 evolution,	 thus	
miserable	 attenuated	 and	 driven	 underground	 by	 external	 factors,	 they	 have	
continued	to	complement	and	correct	each	other	in	the	most	remarkable	way.282	
	




















































Swap	 Russian	 for	 English	 and	 ‘local	 languages’	 for	 ‘Gaelic’,	 and	 this	 excerpt	 could	 be	
mistaken	 as	 being	 taken	 from	 one	 of	 MacDiarmid’s	 more	 propagandistic	 articles.	 The	






287	V. I. Lenin, ‘Is a Compulsory Official Language Needed?’ (1914), pp.71-3 in V. I. Lenin, Collected Works, Vol. 20 
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1972), p.73.	




















Poetry	 (1940).	 The	 compilation	 process	 saw	 MacLean	 provide	 MacDiarmid	 with	
translations	from	Gaelic	into	English,	which	he	would	then	versify.	Writing	to	MacLean,	
MacDiarmid	expressed	his	intentions	to	include	a	worthy	representation	of	Gaelic	poetry,	
believing	 it	 to	 have	 been	 underappreciated	 in	 previous	 similar	 anthologies:	 ‘I	 am	
immensely	grateful	to	you	for	all	your	help	[…]	I	am	particularly	anxious	that	the	Gaelic	side	
should	be	thoroughly	well	represented’.	In	the	same	letter,	from	1935,	he	continues	to	ask,	
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MacDiarmid’s	 own	 poetry	 in	 the	 1930s,	 particularly	 ‘Direadh	 I’,	 illustrates	 this	
awareness	of	Gaelic	language,	despite	its	being	written	in	English’.	As	with	Scots	before	it,	
Gaelic	is	upheld	as	being	superior	to	English	with	regards	to	its	ability	to	depict	the	world	
in	 which	 it	 originated.	 In	 recognition	 of	 this,	 MacDiarmid	 awards	 its	 vocabulary	 and	











Particularly	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 natural	 environment,	 MacDiarmid’s	 reverence	 for	 the	
language’s	ability	to	describe	specificities	is	made	explicit	in	the	poem’s	first	few	pages.	Its	
list-like	format	allows	him	to	convey	an	array	of	novel	vocabulary,	accompanied	by	English	
translations.	He	includes	words	such	as	 ‘ard-ghaoir’,	a	 ‘clear,	thrilling	sound’;	 ‘móramh’,	
‘the	longest	note	in	music’;	and	‘cromadh’,	 ‘swooping	down	like	a	hawk’,	illustrating	the	
untranslatability	 of	 Gaelic	 language,	 and	 thus	 Gaelic	 experience,	 into	 common	 English	
understanding.293	The	theme	of	world	languages	–	emphatically	including	Gaelic	–	grows	
in	significance	 throughout	 the	Direadh	poems,	 the	 last	of	which	 introduces	phrasing	 in	
Greek	 and	Hebrew	 alongside	 French	 and	 German.	 It	 indicates	 the	 contextualisation	 of	







291	Attila Dósa, Beyond Identity, New Horizons in Modern Scottish Poetry (New York: Rodopi, 2009), p.11.	
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as	 ‘Somewhat	 in	 a	 state	 between	 existence	 and	 non-existence’,	 suggesting	 that	 in	
forgetting	its	ancient	traditions	and	values,	Scotland	no	longer	exists	in	the	same	form	as	


















reason	 for	 its	 quotation	 in	 English,	 indicative	 of	 his	 handpicking	 of	 pockets	 of	 culture	
which	he	wished	to	include	in	his	reclamation.	
	
These	 are	 in	 no	 sense	 the	 only	 examples	 of	 the	 presence	 of	 Gaelic	 within	
MacDiarmid’s	poetry.	Whilst	 the	political	 intentions	behind	his	promotion	of	Gaelic	are	















his	 own	 personal	 detachment	 from	 the	 Gaelic	 world.	 Arguably	 distanced	 due	 to	 his	







living	 word	 on	 our	 lips,	 we	want	 the	 dead	word	 in	 a	 dictionary.’298	His	 stance	 on	 the	
revitalization	of	Gaelic	seems	clear.	However,	Gunn’s	position	in	relation	to	the	language,	
much	like	MacDiarmid’s,	is	a	contestable	point.		Despite	growing	up	with	a	Gaelic	speaking	




worldview’	and	 ‘has	an	 important	 symbolic	 role	 in	marking	group	 identity’.300	Gaelic	 is	
highlighted	 in	particular	 settings	 in	which	 it	can	be	presumed	 to	have	been	present	 in	
Gunn’s	own	experience	–	for	example	in	church,	amongst	elders,	or	in	song.	It	is	brought	to	
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declined.	 Use	 of	 the	 native	 tongue	 is	 indicated	 in	 conversations	 where	 emotions	 are	





is	 more	 of	 a	 current	 issue,	 memories	 of	 its	 strengths	 more	 prominent	 in	 characters’	
minds.302	It	is	portrayed	less	as	a	relic	of	the	past	and	more	as	something	which	continues	











experience,	 the	 tongue	 ‘given	 to	 metaphysics	 and	 affairs	 of	 state’,	 aligned	 with	 the	
traditional	society	and	its	way	of	functioning	and	thinking.	Off	the	back	of	this,	he	writes	
that	 ‘It	 could	hardly	be	within	God’s	 irony	 that	a	world	which	 had	 forgotten	 their	 very	
tongue	should	be	concentrating	all	 its	forces	of	destruction	upon	them.’304	 It	is	a	similar	
sentiment	to	that	which	dominates	the	writing	of	later	Gaelic	poets	such	as	Iain	Crichton	
Smith	 -	 ‘He	 who	 loses	 his	 language,	 loses	 his	 world’	 –	 Gunn’s	 concern	 resting	
predominantly	in	the	human	consequences	of	the	language’s	 loss.305	This	correlates	with	
his	 wider	 outlook,	 as	 opposed	 to	MacDiarmid	who	was	more	 fascinated	 in	 the	 innate	
qualities	of	the	language	itself.	Gunn	proves	his	priority,	once	more,	to	be	the	realities	of	
human	 experience,	 whilst	MacDiarmid	 dwells	 on	 the	 ideas,	 words	 and	 politics	 which	
constitute	such	contexts.	
	
Due	 to	 such	 preoccupations,	 Gunn	 embedded	 the	 Gaelic	 language	 within	
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geographical	 locations	of	his	novels,	 this	 also	highlights	a	history	of	Gaelic	 in	 line	with	
dùthchas	 and	 the	 environment,	 language	 an	 integral	 feature	 in	 characters’	 sense	 of	


















he	 is	 out	 of	 his	 comfort	 zone	 of	 Highland	 languages,	made	 vulnerable	 due	 to	 ‘his	 real	
terror’,	 a	 ‘lack	 of	 English.’308	 Elie	 suffers	 the	 same	 experience	 during	 her	 time	 in	 the	
Lowlands,	 mocked	 by	 natives	 there	 who	 ‘laughed	 at	 that,	 for	 they	 had	 no	 Gaelic.’309	
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his	 decision	 to	 write	 in	 English.	 John	 Murray	 highlights	 the	 Gaelic	 classes	 Gunn	 had	
organized	in	his	Inverness	home	of	Larachan	as	indication	of	his	effort	to	learn,	and	notes	
instances	in	which	Gaelic	speech	patterns	clearly	influenced	his	English	narrative.310	He	
remarks	 in	 particular	 upon	 the	 use	 of	 the	 Gaelic	 colour	 palette,	 which	 distinguishes	
variations	between	grey/green/blue	as	part	of	 its	 vocabulary,	 reinforcing	Kurt	Wittig’s	
argument	that	‘The	Gaelic	basis	of	his	style	is	apparent	in	the	rhythms,	sentence	structure	
and	 idioms	of	 the	dialogue,	 but	 also,	 though	 less	obviously,	of	 the	narrative.’311	 Gunn’s	
evident	 awareness	 of	 linguistic	 rhythms	 combined	with	 a	 respect	 for	 Gaelic	 speakers	








However,	 each	 man’s	 curiosity	 and	 sympathetic	 appetite	 for	 the	 knowledge	 of	 their	
subjects	 ensures	 that	 their	 resultant	 literary	 constructions	 are	 remarkably	 sensitive.	
There	is	an	interesting	parallel	to	draw	between	their	position	and	that	of	contemporary	
Gaelic	 poet,	 Meg	 Bateman.	 Born	 in	 Edinburgh	 and	 educated	 at	 Aberdeen	 University,	
Bateman	began,	much	like	Gunn	or	MacDiarmid,	an	outsider	to	the	linguistic	tradition	of	







the	 magnitude	 of	 the	 task	 and	 their	 lack	 of	 a	 university	 education,	 perhaps	 their	
	
310	Murray 2017, p.179.	
311	Kurt Wittig, The Scottish Tradition in Literature (Edinburgh: James Thin, 1978), p.24.	
312	Ronald Black (ed.) An Tuil: Anthology of Twentieth-Century Scottish Gaelic Verse (Edinburgh: Polygon. 1999), 
p.815.	









research,	 effort	 and	 evaluation	 which	 went	 into	 their	 respective	 constructions.	
MacDiarmid’s	 political	 championing	 of	 the	 vernacular	 and	 journalistic	 commitment	 to	
















Considering	 their	 awareness	of	 traditional	 cultures,	 their	 campaign	 for	 literary	 revival,	
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had	 ever	 caught	 his	magpie	 attention’,	 as	well	 as	 drawing	 the	 link	 between	 Gunn	 and	
traditional	Gaelic	literature	due	to	their	share	fascination	with	the	‘delight	in	the	actuality	
of	 things,	 and	 […]	 universals	 beyond	 them.’315	This	 connection	 between	 reality	 as	 one	
perceives	it,	and	the	‘universals’	which	one	imagined	to	be	beyond	it,	was	something	which	
dogged	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid	 throughout	 their	 careers,	 and	 it	 is	 present	 in	 their	
constructions	 of	 a	 Gaelic	 world	 too.	 It	 was	 an	 ambitious	 vision,	 to	 encompass	 such	
extremes,	however	both	men	were	surely	in	agreement	with	T.	S.	Eliot’s	sentiment	that	
‘modern	poetry	is	supposed	to	be	difficult’,	and	it	is	hoped	that	in	exploring	each	man’s	


























315	Roderick Watson, The Literature of Scotland: The Twentieth Century (2nd ed.) (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 
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succeeded	 in	 producing	 texts	 of	 note,	 illustrating	 the	 disparity	 between	 academic	
‘intelligence’	or	‘intellect’	and	creative	‘genius’.	This	indicates	the	kind	of	traditional	values	





O’Hosey’	 in	 ‘Direadh	 I’	 and	 the	 Irish	 poet	 Fearghal	 in	 ‘Lament	 for	 the	 Great	 Music’.321	
MacDiarmid’s	journalism	from	the	time	reinforces	the	argument	that	he	looked	to	poets	of	
the	past	as	inspiration	for	his	own	cultural	movement,	further	proved	by	the	fact	that	he	
wrote	 entire	 articles	 devoted	 to	 individual	writers,	an	honour	he	rewarded	to	very	few	
poets.	It	is	evident	that	MacDiarmid	devoted	considerable	time	and	attention	during	the	
1930s	 to	 bettering	 his	 own	 knowledge	 of	 Gaelic	 literature	 and	 to	 spreading	 that	
consciousness	 through	 documentation	 of	 what	 he	 learnt	 in	 his	 own	 writing.	 The	
incorporation	 of	 this	 awareness	 in	 his	 construction	 of	 a	 Gaelic	 world	 emphasizes	 the	
importance	of	poetry	to	the	society	in	which	it	breeds	and	flourishes.	
	
Alongside	 this,	MacDiarmid	 expresses	 an	 awareness	 of	 legend	 as	 an	 alternative	
form	of	traditional	Gaelic	literature,	and	which	should	be	remembered	and	respected	as	
such	in	modern	culture.	‘Lament	for	the	Great	Music’	references	the	legendary	names	of	









whose	 love	 for	 Ireland	 made	 him	 return	 there	 from	 Tir	 na	 n-Òg’.323	 MacDiarmid’s	
recognition	of	legend	and	myth,	as	an	example	of	traditional	literature	embedded	in	the	
	
320	Illiterate and unable to document his poetry himself, Ban MacIntyre’s creations were recited from memory 
throughout his lifetime and transcribed only when he dictated them, shortly before his death. 
321	CP2, p.1167; CP1, p.475.	
322	CP1, p.463.	
323	Ibid.	
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representing,	 however	 it	 indicates	 the	 critical,	 dismissive	 attitude	 which	 MacDiarmid	
maintained	 towards	 the	 majority	 of	 writers	 writing	 before	 and	 alongside	 him	 about	
Scotland	 and	 about	 the	 Gaelic	 world.	 Distancing	 himself	 from	 his	 contemporaries,	
including	Gunn,	MacDiarmid	looked	instead	to	the	era	of	perceived	Gaelic	greatness	for	
inspiration	in	his	work	as	he	sought	to	reclaim	that	 ‘relationship	between	freedom	and	





frequent,	 albeit	 vague,	 references	 to	 ‘the	Gaelic	 genius’,	 alluding	 to	 the	 persistence	 of	
artistic	values	and	capabilities	which	were	innate	to	the	Highlands	and	Islands,	formed	and	
propagated	thanks	to	traditional	 literature	and	an	enduring	sense	of	identity.	In	 light	of	
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Gunn	 shared	 MacDiarmid’s	 interest	 in	 legend	 and	 folklore,	 his	 characters	 and	
environments	 shrouded	 in	 its	 mystery	 and	 rhetoric	 despite	 their	 otherwise	 realist	
construction.	 Such	 traditional	 forms	 of	 literature	 contribute	 to	 his	 communities’	
understanding	 of	 their	 identity	 throughout	 history	 -	 in	 Butcher’s	 Broom	 legendary	
civilizations	of	the	past,	learnt	about	through	poetry	such	as	‘Paradise	of	the	Aged	Bard’,	are	
as	 important	 as	 real	 ones.329	 They,	 too,	 contribute	 to	 how	 the	 Riasgan	 perceive	 their	
position	in	the	world:	
	
In	 this	 darkness	 of	 the	 world	 identity	 is	 lost	 and	 time	 becomes	 one	 with	 the	
monstrous	beginnings	of	life,	which	legend	recreates	in	such	beings	as	centaur	or	





































poem	 that	described	all	 the	different	 kinds	 of	waves	 there	 are’	 and	 his	 disbelief	 at	 its	
existence	for	surely	‘no	poem	could	describe	them	all.’333	There	is	a	link	to	be	made	here	
between	such	a	poem,	which	in	its	native	language	is	able	to	depict	 the	 environment	 in	
which	it	originated	perfectly,	and	MacDiarmid’s	own	fascination	with	the	abilities	of	Gaelic	
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happenings	of	his	own	life	much	 like	 Gunn	 does	 in	 his	 novels:	 ‘Never	 before	 had	 Finn	
known	the	power	of	the	story-teller.	The	smashing	seas,	 the	screaming	birds,	 the	black	
rock-faces,	and	the	terrible	thirst	that	had	 come	upon	 them.’334	His	 enjoyment	highlights	





the	 Drover	 in	 Butcher’s	 Broom.	 Taran	 is	 specifically	 granted	 the	 responsibility	 of	
documenting	 the	 community’s	 tales	 as	 a	 bard,	 illustrating	 the	 significance	 that	 Gunn	
believes	the	storyteller	to	hold	within	society.	He	maintains	a	special	position	amongst	his	
peers,	 respected	 and	 understood	 as	 the	 one	 who	 bears	 the	 emotional	 turmoil	 of	 the	












Butcher’s	 Broom,	 illustrating	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 stories	 of	 real	 experience	 were	










337	See BB pp.4-5 for tales of war and pp. 417-19 for tales of clearance as two prominent examples of lengthy 
storytelling.	




illustrate	 the	 roles	 within	 Gaelic	 communities	 of	 legend	 and	 storytelling,	 and	 the	
importance	of	literature	as	means	for	the	propagation	of	culture.	As	writers	who	shared	a	
comparable	vision	of	 their	own	duty	and	role	as	documenters	of	 the	Gaelic	world,	 it	 is	
natural	that	the	literature	of	others	would	be	included	as	a	focal	part	of	the	cultures	that	
they	constructed.	 In	order	to	 create	a	holistic	picture	of	 the	Gaelic	world	neither	 could	
ignore	the	literature	which	had	influenced	them,	not	even	that	which	they	disagreed	with.	
It	was	in	the	nature	of	an	artist	to	be	affected	by	the	art	he	himself	experienced,	as	much	
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only	 know	 its	 degenerate	 forms’,	 adding	 satirically	 that	 ‘We	 have	 no	 use	 for	 the	 great	
music.	/	All	we	need	is	a	few	good-going	tunes.’	342	The	‘We’	here	represents	a	generation	














time,	 […]	 The	 ceilidh	 as	 it	 is	 now	 practised	 is	 a	 treacherous	 weakening	 of	 the	
present,	 a	 memorial,	 a	 tombstone	 on	 what	 has	 once	 been,	 pipes	 playing	 in	 a	
graveyard.344	
	
339	CP1, p.469; ibid., p.582.	
340	Purser 1992, p.139.	
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sombre	 fatalism,	 in	 comparison	with	 the	 refreshing	energy	of	Sibelius.348	He	continues,	
‘Back	to	the	great	music,	you	fools	–	the	classical	Gaelic	temper!’349	In	calling	them	‘fools’,	



























is	epitomized	in	a	 later	poem,	 ‘Bagpipe	Music’:	 ‘The	bagpipes	–	they	are	screaming	and	
they	are	sorrowful.	/	There	is	a	wail	in	their	merriment,	and	cruelty	in	their	triumph.’351	





















































Sometimes	 these	 emotions	 grew	beyond	enduring	 and	 the	body	 for	 relief	 could	










































Atom	of	Delight	 features	 reference	 to	 the	 image	of	 ‘a	Highland	girl	 sing[ing]	one	of	 the	
























on	 the	 achievement	 of	 the	 formerly	 unthought	 of,	 the	making	 of	 the	 ‘incommunicable	
understood’,	 and	 on	 the	 shared	 nature	 of	 community	 struggle	 as	 the	 foundation	 of	
creation.367	Gunn,	much	like	his	narrator	in	‘Pure	Chance’,	signifies	how	one	need	have	‘no	
knowledge	 of	 the	 Gaelic	 words’	 in	 order	 to	 ‘understand	 their	 emotional	 content	 so	
overwhelmingly’,	classical	culture	rooted	in	emotion	and	experience	and	thus	accessible	
to	man	 regardless	of	 education.368	He	 conveys	 traditional	Gaelic	 singing,	much	 like	 the	
pibroch,	as	possessing	qualities	specific	to	the	Gaelic	people	and	environments	from	which	
it	 originated.	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid	 both	 expressed	 a	 respect	 and	 admiration	 for	









of	 these.	 Language	was	 crucial	 to	 cultural	 and	political	 progress,	 Gaelic	 crucial	 to	 how	
individuals	 and	 communities	 communicated	 and	 understood	 their	 own	 identities.	









368	Neil M. Gunn, ‘Pure Chance’, WH, p.195.	
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in	 their	 being	 the	 rawest	 emotions	 of	 successive	 Gaels,	 emotions	 which	 must	 be	
understood	and	acknowledged	in	order	to	achieve	progress	and	tap	into	that	which	was,	
and	 continues	 to	 be,	 integral	 to	 the	 essence	 of	 an	 entire	 race.	 In	 researching	 and	
appreciating	 traditional	 Gaelic	 cultures,	 and	 incorporating	 these	 into	 their	 own	
constructions,	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid	 contributed	 to	 an	 ongoing	 push	 for	 improved	



















































work	 illustrates	 the	 difficulty	 of	 the	 task	 they	 tackled,	 set	 on	 preserving	 the	 ancient	
qualities	of	the	Gaelic	world	and	its	roots	in	legend	and	myth,	whilst	also	attempting	to	
avoid	 the	 trap	 of	 sentimentalism	 and	 to	 portray	 an	 ‘authentic’	 experience	 which	 was	
sensitive	to	the	experience	and	memory	of	those	involved.	
	
Whilst	 their	 supposed	 lack	 of	 authority	 to	 document	 an	 unfamiliar	 world	 has	
received	 criticism	 in	 the	 past,	 it	 is	 hoped	 that	 the	 counter-argument	 to	 this	 has	 been	
highlighted.	 Rather	 than	 being	 dismissed	 as	 the	 appropriations	 of	 outsiders,	 their	
creations	deserve	to	be	analyzed	as	researched	and	sensitive	projects	with	the	wellbeing	
of	a	people	and	a	culture	as	 their	driving	 force.	Their	apparent	 ignorance	 to	 the	Gaelic	
tongue	and	reluctance	to	learn	it	can	be	explained	by	the	fact	that	they	were	not	writing	
for	a	Gaelic	audience.	Was	it	an	oversight	on	their	part?	Perhaps.	Is	it	difficult	to	comment	
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Alan	Bold	alludes	 to	MacDiarmid’s	 aspiration	 to	 document	 the	Gaelic	world	 fairly:	
‘Had	he	been	given	the	opportunity,	he	said,	he	would	have	written	his	poetry	in	Gaelic.’371	
















































It	 is	when	their	work	focusses	most	self-consciously	on	the	 ‘reality	of	the	process’,	 that	
Gunn	and	MacDiarmid’s	respective	constructions	are	most	striking.	Each	emphasizes	an	
appreciation	of	the	Gaelic	world	due	to	its	roots	in	classical	culture,	traditional	community	
structure,	 and	 emphasis	 of	the	relationship	between	man	and	his	natural	environment,	
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and	 Crichton	 Smith,	 as	 evidence	 of	 the	 value	 of	 their	work	 and	 its	 impact	 on	 Scottish	
literature.	 More	 recently	 Scotland	 has	 seen	 contemporary	 poetry	 by	 the	 likes	 of	 Meg	
Bateman,	the	publication	of	numerous	Gaelic	anthologies	-	many	of	which	provide	English	
translations	-	and	the	rise	of	the	Gaelic	novel.	Additional	developments	in	wider	culture	
include	the	arrival	of	Gaelic	 language	television	–	 i.e.	BBC	Alba,	 founded	in	2008.	–	and	
increased	efforts	in	politics	and	education	to	preserve	the	Gaelic	heritage.	Namely,	Sabhal	
Mòr	Ostaig	was	founded	in	1973	as	a	 further	education	college	 to	propagate	the	use	of	
Gaelic	 at	 academic	 levels,	 and	 the	 Glasgow	 Gaelic	 school	 was	 established	 in	 2006	 to	
encourage	revitalization	of	Gaelic	outwith	 the	 traditional	confines	of	 the	 ‘Gaelic	world’.	










the	 confidence	 to	 face	 this	 task	 themselves,	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid	 initiated	 the	
conversation	 and	 gave	 them	 a	 platform,	 lending	 their	 weight	 in	 the	 international	









discussion	 of	 and	 appreciation	 for	 Gunn	 and	 MacDiarmid’s	 Gaelic	 worlds.	 They	 took	
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